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Abstract: This paper is a qualitative research that adopts a theoretical 
approach which entails the particular application of the political economy 
theoretical framework to the study of the nature and character of state 
violations of youth rights in Nigeria (1999 – 2019). The document method is 
explored for data collection useful for the analytical investigation of the topic 
of study.  The objective of this study is to demonstrate how an explanation of 
the nature and character of state violations of the Nigerian state with the aid 
of the political economy theoretical framework may prove effective to 
obtaining an adequate understanding of the nature and character of state 
violations of youth rights in Nigeria, filling the gap left off by several 
relevant studies that contend that such state violations may be safely 
discontinued, and systematically evolving possible recommendations that 
may be proffered. This study systematically distills an understanding of the 
problematique of such state violations persisting in spite of the noteworthy 
exertion of influence flowing from relevant human rights actors and 
mechanisms – and the visible impact recorded – to cause the state to conform 
to a behavioural construct that approximates state protection of youth rights 
without a record of such state violations. The international political economy 
context in which the peripheral postcolonial Nigerian state finds itself and its 
implications for state violations of youth rights is explained. The study goes 
further to systematically point out the compromise that the Dominant Class is 
forced to make for the perpetuity of the dominance of their hegemonic 
interest without which the escalation of the aggression of the youth arising 
from frustration with their material conditions may negatively affect their 
interest. To this end, the Dominant Class then evolves a measure of economic 
and social development that to some reasonable level protects the rights and 
welfare of the youth – as demonstrated in developed nations of the global 
North and the world. The findings of this study point out that state violations 
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may persist, in spite of the impact of human rights actors and mechanisms, 
due to the conflict of interest that arises between the Dominant who typically 
wield state power and the Masses Class who do not. The study recommends 
that the Nigerian state may well have to adopt this observably time-tested 
pattern in political and social life to avert an otherwise impending 
catastrophe. The Nigerian youth and empathetic civic organisations are urged 
to undertake and maintain vibrant civic action that elicit social pressure 
sufficient to keep the Dominant Class on its toes to make this compromise 
and make it more qualitative and lasting as the various social epochs of 
unfolding human history may necessitate. 
 
Introduction  
The state plays a crucial role in the 
social order of modern societies. In 
fact, it is the state that lays the general 
framework for social order. As such, 
the state significantly determines the 
extent to which the human rights of its 
citizenry are protected and are 
qualitatively realised or violated. To 
this end, various human rights 
charters acknowledge the crucial role 
of the state in the protection of the 
human rights of all humans within its 
territorial divide. 
 
Yet, it is this same institution that is 
observably found to have one of the 
highest records of human rights 
violations; and of youth rights in 
particular (Bamisaye, 2020; Olulana, 
2016; Gonzaleez, 2015; Falk, 2015, 
2002; Donelly, 2014; Fortman, 2012, 
Posner, 2008). This presents a 
problematique that continues to 
provoke a debate in the literature on 
possible solutions to this riddle. There 
appears to be a popular agreement 
among scholars in the literature that 
state violations can be significantly 
reduced or discontinued under a 
regime of democratic civilian rule. In 
this direction, some scholars posit that 
the influence exerted by various 
human rights mechanisms and actors 
can cause the state to conform to a 
behavioural construct that 
approximates state protection of 
human rights without a record of state 
violations. However, other scholars 
contend that the observable trend in 
the literature does not portend a 
certainty of the state being made to 
conform to such a construct that 
approximates state protection of 
human rights without a record of state 
violations. 
 
The Nigerian state has systematically 
recorded state violations of youth 
rights in the course of the period 
under study (1999 – 2019) that 
represent its return to a period of 
democratic civilian rule. Noticeably, it 
has evolved economic and social 
policy regimes that have kept the 
youth in a worsening state of 
unemployment, underemployment 
and poverty with few instances of 
marginal improvement.  
 
The decades of the period under study 
(1999 – 2019) like the decades that 
have preceded it and worse 
comparatively, are characterized by 
economic and social development 
decline with few instances of 
marginal improvement brought about 
by the dysfunctional economic and 
social policy regimes of the Nigerian 
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state. Since the objective conditions of 
social life are primarily shaped by 
economic conditions, this marks the 
point of departure for understanding 
the marginalisation of the youth in the 
affairs of socio-economic, socio-
political and social life as a whole in 
society. 
 
The study of the Nigerian state yields 
insights not only relevant to an 
understanding of the nature and 
character of state violations of the 
Nigerian state but also of imperial 
states of the global North whose 
pursuit of their imperialist agenda 
cause them to be complicit in the 
record of state violations of the 
Nigerian state in several ways which 
translate to their own record of state 
violations also. This study is a 
qualitative research that adopts a 
theoretical approach which entails the 
particular application of the political 
economy theoretical framework to the 
study of the nature and character of 
state violations of youth rights in 
Nigeria (1999 – 2019). The document 
method is explored for data collection 
useful for the analytical investigation 
of the topic of study. The objective of 
this study is to demonstrate how an 
explanation of the nature and 
character of state violations of the 
Nigerian state with the aid of the 
political economy theoretical 
framework may prove effective to 
obtaining an adequate understanding 
of the nature and character of state 
violations of youth rights in Nigeria, 
filling the gap left off by several 
studies, and systematically evolving 
possible recommendations that may 
be proffered. 
 
 
Theoretical and conceptual 
framework  
Political economy 
The political economy approach sets 
out to explain social life and the 
conditions of humans as the social 
phenomenon therein by laying prime 
emphasis on the – dialectical – 
outlook of social relations and arising 
contradictions in the economic sphere 
that hold significant implications for 
shaping the objective conditions of 
social life – entailing the economy, 
polity and society, and of all humanity 
as social beings therein (Olulana 
2016; Odukoya, 2011, Ake, 1982, 
1985. 1989).  
 
As such, the political economy 
approach offers a rich explanation of 
the socio-economic, socio-political, 
socio-legal, and socio-cultural 
concerns of social life and of 
humanity as the social phenomenon 
therein; vividly revealing what may 
be only systematically obtainable in 
the actual behavioural – cum 
historical – context of social life in 
relation to what should hold sway as 
normative values or injunctions of 
such a phenomenon’s conceptual 
description. Human rights is a social 
concept and should enjoy a robust 
study of it as such; by the adoption of 
a theoretical and conceptual 
framework that reflects this 
sufficiency as an analytical tool which 
the political economy theoretical 
framework approximates (Olulana, 
2016; Fortman, 2012; Madison, 1998; 
Chomsky & Herman, 1979).  
 
State 
Thinking on what should constitute 
the conceptual description of the 
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phenomena called the state has 
evolved several unique theoretical 
propositions over the unfolding social 
epochs of human history. Such a 
variety of theories observably reflects 
the conditions and perceived needs of 
the social epochs in which these 
propositions were set forth. The 
theories that have evolved include the 
Natural, Divine, Social Contract and 
Force theories of state. 
 
The natural theory of the state 
presents the state as biological 
evolutionary organism that originated 
out of a process akin to the general 
process that other organisms in the 
natural ecosystem evolved within 
nature. This theory conceives the state 
as supreme – set above inhabitants 
within its territorial divide, and 
greater than its component parts 
(Goodwin, 1982; Sabine and Thorson, 
1973 cited in Fadakinte, 2013).  
 
The Divine theory of the state submits 
a rationalisation that conceives of the 
ruler being allowed or appointed by a 
supreme transcendental being to 
preside over the governance realm 
and over the affairs of society. This 
theory sets forth a need to appeal to 
the supreme transcendental being to 
determine the choice of appointment 
or allowance, sanction provisions or 
measures, etc. fitting on issues that 
pertain to the ruler – that should 
represent the state at any one point or 
period in time – and his/her reign.  
  
The social contract theory proposes a 
construct of a state which exists in a 
context of a mutually beneficial 
agreement between the ruler and the 
ruled. The unique propositions range 
from a submission of a theoretical 
typology that puts the ruler in a mold 
of possessing absolute power and 
authority which cannot be retracted by 
the ruled when they deem it needful to 
variants that offer provisions in which 
a retraction may be necessary, 
legitimate and should be made 
possible in the mutually beneficial 
pact.  
 
The force theory entails a submission 
that a state evolves as a metaphor of a 
coercive institutional instrument 
useful for the purpose of coordinating 
the affairs of society in a stable and 
enduring mold (Fadakinte, 2013; 
Knuttila and Wendee, 2000; 
Ramaswamy, 2007). The political 
economy approach of the Gramsci 
theoretical orientation strand as 
adopted in this study proposes a 
systematic and historical explanation 
of the – evolution, nature and 
character of the – state that 
approximates the point of view of the 
force theory.  
 
To Gramsci, like other Marxist 
political economy scholars, the 
society is typified by a class character 
type structural outlook and is 
continually enmeshed in a situation of 
class struggle which results in the 
emergence of a class constituting the 
Dominant Class who evolve the 
institution called the state as an 
instrument for the crystalising the 
perpetual dominance of their interest 
– that is, their hegemony – over and 
above that of the subjugated class – 
the Masses Class (Fadakinte, 2013; 
Ramaswamy, 2007; Hoare & Smith 
(eds.), 1992).). Gramsci 
acknowledges the possibility of this 
hegemonic outlook persisting in 
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society as long as classes exist 
therein. He also observes that 
hegemony appears to have its merits 
such as its ability to hold society 
together in a stable, peaceful, and 
enduring fashion if well exercised.  
 
The Dominant Class may not 
rationally wish to commit class 
suicide. Gramsci therefore teases out 
the reality of some compromise that 
must be reached by the Dominant 
Class to protect the interest of the 
Masses Class to a reasonable degree 
that allays the possibility of 
frustration and aggression setting in 
that may threaten the perpetuity of 
their hegemony.  
 
The Dominant Class of the Nigerian 
state, as a peripheral state, is made up 
of the Bourgeosie Class of imperial 
states of the Global North and 
emerging global economic powers 
like China who boast of a significant 
structural imperialistic penetration 
into the economy, polity and society – 
and the Petit-Bourgeosie Class of the 
Nigerian nation. The Petit-Bourgeosie 
Class manage the affairs of the 
Nigerian state primarily in the interest 
of the Bourgeosie constituted by the 
Dominant Class of the states seeking 
to perpetuate structural imperial 
penetration into the Nigerian economy 
and society and secondary in their 
own domestic exploitative interest. 
Such imperial and domestic 
exploitative interest holds significant 
implications for state violations of 
youth rights. 
 
Human rights and violations 
The concept of human rights 
rationalises that all humans have 
certain basic rights as humans, the 
qualitative expression of which 
should be protected for humans to live 
the quality of life they deserve. When 
such rights are denied humans, there 
may be said to be a violation of their 
human rights (Bamisaye, 2020; 
Olulana, 2016; Madison, 1998, Ake 
1989, Jinadu, 1982).  
 
The state plays a crucial role in 
protecting these rights, as national and 
international human rights treaties 
which they are signatories to oblige 
them to, which makes a study of this 
sort relevant. When the state as an 
institution becomes a tool deployed 
for the violation of human rights, then 
state violations are said to occur 
(Bamisaye, 2020; Olulana, 2016; 
Donelly, 2014; Fortman, 2012).  
 
Youth rights  
“The current generation of youths are 
the largest in history and young 
people often comprise the majority in 
countries marked by armed conflict or 
unrest, therefore considering the 
needs and aspirations of youths in 
matters of peace and security is a 
demographic imperative.” (United 
Nations Division for Social Policy 
and Development, 2017) 
 
The United Nations (UN) General 
Assembly’s adoption of Resolution 
2037 on the Promotion among Youth 
of the Ideals of Peace, Mutual Respect 
and Understanding between People in 
1956 marked the beginning of the 
concern for and notable efforts to 
achieve the protection of youth rights 
and welfare on the global human 
rights stage. The legal definition of 
the age bracket of the youth is not yet 
resolved. For statistical purposes, the 
UN in its Resolution delineated the 
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age of youth to constitute persons 
between 15 and 24 years of age (UN 
Resolution Documents, 2018; Mahdi, 
2010). 
 
The African Union adopted the 
African Youth Charter on 2 July 2006 
in The Gambia to promote and protect 
youth rights and welfare (Angel, 
2015). There is a need for a review of 
the African Youth Charter to clearly 
be divulged of the conflation of youth 
and children rights and exclusively 
focus on the protection of youth 
rights. Scholars of the African Human 
Rights System propose that the legal 
age bracket of the youth should entail 
ages that fall within the age bracket of 
18 and 35, since ages 0 – 17 are 
recognized as the legal age of children 
(Hansungule, 2018 cited in Bamisaye, 
2020). These scholars also propose 
that this definition can also be adopted 
at the global level as the legal 
definition for the age bracket of the 
youth. 
 
In spite of the gloomy picture on the 
implementation and monitoring of the 
provisions of the African Youth 
Charter, there appear to be a silver 
lining in Article 28 of the Charter 
which gives some powers to the 
African Union Commission (AUC) to 
this end. Yet such powers prove 
insufficient thus making the African 
Union Commission observably weak 
in enforcing the provisions of the 
African Youth Charter. 
 
The African Youth Charter has not yet 
been domesticated into Nigeria’s body 
of national laws – which ought to be 
so, though Nigeria is a signatory to 
the Charter. In spite of this, its 
provisions play an influential role in 
influencing the national government’s 
youth policy and programmes. The 
Second National Youth Policy 
Document of the Federal Republic of 
Nigeria 2009 defines the age bracket 
of the youth as one between 18 and 35 
years. Nigeria is a signatory to several 
international human rights 
instruments, such as the African 
Charter on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights, etc., which generally protect 
the human rights of all in society 
including the youth. 
 
State violations of youth rights in 
Nigeria  
Following the return of Nigeria to 
democratic civilian rule in 1999, 
though the Nigerian state’s affairs 
became devoid of the appeal to brute 
force and repression to a reasonable 
degree, a significant record of state 
violations still persist. In spite of the 
protests of trade and labour unions 
and civil society organisations, the 
Nigerian state under the Obasanjo led 
administration adopted – imperialists 
advocated – economic liberalisation 
and deregulation policies that plunged 
the economy and society into untold 
depths of underemployment, 
underemployment, poverty and 
economic underdevelopment. State 
misrule, corruption, and 
environmental degradation brought 
about a spike in the activities of the 
Niger Delta youth militants owing to 
increased feelings of marginalisation, 
as well as (HRW, 2007, 2000; CDHR, 
2000; ). The short lived Yaradua led 
government regime due to the adverse 
health situation faced by the President 
caused state violations to be left 
largely unaddressed, with only little 
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efforts being done to address the 
record of state violations (HRW, 
2010). The record of state violations 
under the Goodluck Jonathan 
administration reach an 
unprecedented peak since Nigeria’s 
return to civilian democratic rule. 
State corruption and weak governance 
undermined the state protection of 
human rights for Nigerians who live 
in conditions of high unemployment 
and underemployment, and poverty, 
environmental degradation, and 
insecurity of lives and property which 
became major issues in the March 
national elections (Olulana, 2016; 
HRW, 2014;)  A UN report 
discovered that decades of heavy 
pollution in the Niger Delta of left 
unremediated by oil producing 
multinationals had resulted in making 
the oil pollution in the Ogoni land 
region of Rivers state the largest clean 
up ever, at an initial cost of US 41 
billion which will take up to 30 years. 
The UN team found that oil 
contamination had migrated into the 
groundwater in at least eight spill sites 
that Shell – the largest oil company in 
Nigeria – had claimed it had 
remediated (HRW, 2014) Under the 
first term of the Buhri led 
administration (2015 – 2019) state 
violations assumed a sometimes 
sublime and sometimes overt 
character with an overall outlook of 
state violations still persisting.  
 
The pattern of state rule and the 
development policy choices of the 
various regimes that have held sway 
since the Nigerian state’s return to 
civilian rule – within the period under 
study – have remained one 
unfavourable to economic and social 
development that protects the rights 
and welfare of the Nigerian youth. As 
a result, public outcry and aggression 
from the rank and file of the Nigerian 
youth and youth civil society 
organisations among others have been 
recorded; in especially parts of the 
country worst hit by these state 
violations (Bamisaye, 2020; Isenyo, 
2018; UN News Centre, 2017; 
Akinwotu & Olukoya, 2017).     
      
The political economy approach 
offers a comprehensive understanding 
of the historical evolution of the 
modern state and the systematically 
derivable possible reasons for its 
nature and character which hold 
significant implications for 
understanding the particular nature 
and character of state violations 
(Olulana, 2016; Fortman, 2012; 
Odukoya, 2011; Madison, 1998; 
Chomsky & Herman, 1979).  
 
State violations of youth rights in 
Nigeria (1999 – 2019): A political 
economy analysis  
In spite of the debate among several 
scholars on the possibility of the 
influence exerted by human rights 
mechanisms and actors to cause states 
to conform to a behavioural construct 
that approximates state protection of 
human rights without a record of state 
violations, state violations have 
observably persisted (Falk, Donelly, 
2014; Fortman, 2012). Indeed, state 
violations of human rights in general 
and of youth rights in particular have 
continued to be recorded by the 
Nigerian state (Bamisaye, 2020, 
Olulana, 2016; Donelly, 2014; 
Fortman, 2012).  
 
   7 
 
Olubankole Daniel Olulana                                                                                                            CUJPIA (2020) 8(1) 1-14 
 
 
URL: http://journals.covenantuniversity.edu.ng/index.php/cujpia 
 
This study intends to theoretically 
prove the possible validity of the 
political economy theoretical 
framework offering an explanation of 
the nature and character of state 
violations using the Nigerian state as a 
case study to effectively distill a 
comprehensive understanding of the 
nature and character of state 
violations of youth rights in Nigeria, 
filling the gap left off by several 
studies, and systematically tracing out 
possible recommendations that may 
be proffered.  By so doing, this study 
intends to possibly fill up the gap left 
off by an overwhelming majority of 
scholars who though acknowledge the 
continuing trend of state violations yet 
hold that with the effective exertion of 
influence by human rights 
mechanisms and actors, state 
violations may be safely discontinued 
(Bamisaye, 2020; Donelly, 2014; 
Fortman, 2012).  
 
The Nigerian youth and youth (led) 
movements have played a significant 
role in the emancipatory efforts to 
severe the Nigerian state and society 
from the clutches of colonial rule and 
to consolidate democratic civilian rule 
in Nigeria (Bamisaye, 2020). But state 
violations of youth rights have 
continued to be recorded by the 
Nigerian state as it has evolved 
economic and social policy regimes 
that have thrown the Nigerian 
economy and society into decades of 
economic and social decline with few 
instances of marginal improvement 
(UN News Centre, 2017; Olulana, 
2016). 
   
The youth constitute the most part of 
the productive potential of any 
nation’s population. Hence, for any 
nation to achieve inclusive and 
sustainable development the youth 
play a crucial role in the mix across 
the economy, polity and society as a 
whole. State violations of youth rights 
therefore significantly translate to 
significant negative implications for 
the welfare of the entirety of a 
nation’s population across all 
economic and social classes and the 
nation’s development as well. In this 
direction, it is understandable why the 
Nigerian nation’s economy and 
society cannot be said to be 
industrially developed.  
 
The international political economy 
context in which the post-colonial 
peripheral Nigerian state finds itself 
reflects observable traits of imperialist 
exploitation which hold significant 
implications for the violation of the 
economic and social rights of the 
youths; a pre-condition which also 
holds corresponding significant 
implications for the violations of their 
civil and political rights in an 
interconnected human rights 
realisation and/or violation mould. 
The Dominant Class of the Nigerian 
post-colonial peripheral state is made 
up of the Bourgeosie Class of the 
Imperial states of the global North – 
and emerging imperial states like 
China – and the Petit-Bourgeosie 
Class of the Nigerian state (Olulana, 
2016; Fadakinte, 2013; Odukoya, 
2011; Ake, 1981). The Petit-
Bourgeosie of the Nigerian state 
observably manage the affairs of the 
Nigerian state primarily in the interest 
of the Bourgeosie constituted by the 
Dominant Class of the states seeking 
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to perpetuate structural imperial 
penetration into the Nigerian economy 
and society and secondarily in their 
own domestic exploitative interest. 
Such a combination of imperial and 
domestic exploitative interest holds 
significant implications for state 
violations of youth rights in Nigeria. 
The longstanding states of the 
developed nations who seek to 
perpetuate postcolonial imperial 
penetration of Nigeria and several 
other postcolonial states of Africa and 
the Global South as developing 
nations reveal that states do portend a 
trend in their observable behaviour 
that guarantees a discontinuation of 
state violations. The perpetual 
structural imperialist penetration 
which they seek, wield and 
progressively deepen, observably hold 
significant state violations of the 
human rights of their people. This 
longstanding states of developed 
nations have reasonably well 
developed human rights institutional 
mechanisms and actors that elicit a 
significant level of influence to cause 
them to conform to a behavioural 
construct that approximate state 
protection of human rights without a 
record of state violations, yet state 
violations have observably persisted. 
The Nigerian state, like several 
postcolonial peripheral states and 
developing nations of Africa and the 
Global South, has equally reflected a 
behavioural construct that 
approximates persisting state 
violations. 
 
Violence, crime and migration, among 
others, have also constituted the set of 
reactions of the youth to the long 
record of state violations of their 
rights recorded by the Nigerian state 
(UN News Centre, 2017; McVeigh, 
2017, Anifowoshe, 2011) leaving 
negative consequences for the 
Nigerian nation and citizenry as a 
whole. Micro – youth empowerment – 
programmes evolved by the Nigerian 
state as a response to the sometimes 
far reaching consequences of youth 
unrest have also proved to be at best a 
drop in the ocean at fixing the adverse 
economic and social conditions 
brought about by state violation of 
youth rights.  
 
Since the Dominant Class of  long-
standing states of developed nations 
of the global North and the world may 
not desire to commit Class suicide – 
that may arise from the aggression 
brought about by the frustration of the 
youth, they have observably evolved a 
measure of economic and social 
development to cater for the rights 
and welfare of the youth; a pattern 
which the Dominant Class of the 
Nigerian state may do well to embrace 
if its Dominant Class hope to have the 
hegemony of their Class interest 
safely endure; and not have the 
Nigerian society degenerate into a 
state of anarchy by and by. 
The micro programmes of the 
Nigerian state reflect insignificant 
responses along this line. A macro 
level of economic and social 
development is what can reasonably 
do the needful to protect the rights 
and welfare of the huge population of 
the Nigerian youth. 
 
Conclusion and Recommendations   
This study has with the aid of a 
political economy theoretical 
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framework for systematic analysis 
explained how flowing from an 
investigation of the period under 
study, the nature and character of state 
violations does not portend a trend 
that may cause state to discontinue 
state violations of youth rights in 
Nigeria. The class character of society 
does not portend a trend of giving 
way soon, and so do structures 
evolved by the Dominant Class for 
the perpetuation of the dominance of 
their interest; as Antonio Gramsci had 
observed. Thus, as long as the class 
character of state endures, the state 
may well remain a captured institution 
in the hands of the Dominant Class to 
perpetuate state violations in the 
pursuit of their class interest which 
often runs into conflict with that of 
the Masses Class in society.  
 
Yet, since the Dominant Class of 
long-standing states of developed 
nations of the global North and the 
world may not desire to commit Class 
suicide – that may arise from the 
aggression brought about by the 
frustration of the youth, they have 
observably evolved a measure of 
economic and social development to 
cater for the rights and welfare of the 
youth therein; a pattern which the 
Dominant Class of the Nigerian state 
may do well to embrace if its 
Dominant Class hope to have 
hegemony of their Class interest 
safely endure; and not have the 
Nigerian society degenerate into a 
state of anarchy by and by. 
 
Continuing civic action is also 
necessary on the path of youths and 
all stakeholders in society that are 
interested in the protection of their 
rights and welfare for the inclusive 
and sustainable welfare and 
development of all sections of the 
population and society as a whole. 
Youth led civic action boasts of a 
stellar record of positive impact on the 
economy, polity and society of 
Nigeria. The relevance of such 
continuing vibrant civic action cannot 
be over-emphasised especially given 
the peripheral nature of Nigeria which 
suffers huge exploitation of the 
combination of imperialistic and 
domestic dimensions whose Class 
perpetrators’ often do not yield a 
measure of economic and social 
development that protects youth rights 
except when their interest may suffer 
some significant loss for it.     
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